
This report details an art based action research project 
conducted at Lansbury Lawrence primary school in Poplar, 
within the London borough of Tower Hamlets. The aim of 
the project was to see if art could provide an opportunity 
for developing readers to engage further with books and 
reading. The inspiration for the project came from one of 
the school development plan priorities for 2015 –2016; to 
raise attainment in reading across the school. As the school’s 
specialist art teacher, I was interested in whether I could use 
my specialism to help raise attainment in another subject.

Lansbury Lawrence is a two form entry community 
school, with 94% of the children deriving from Minority 
Ethnic Groups, and 87% classed as having English 
as an Additional Language. From the school’s 2015 
KS2 SATs there was a dip in the reading results, 
with progress also slightly below the national 
median, this data led to the school development 
plan focus on reading for the following year.

The research project began in January 2016, 
working with a group of 12 children aged between 
8 –11 years. Children were selected to take part 
through discussion with class teachers, phase 
leaders and the head teacher. Children who were 
currently reading at a level below their expected 
age range were chosen. From baseline assessment 
data, on average, the cohort was reading at a level 
two years below their actual age. 

To work regularly with children from different 
year groups at the same time was a logistical 
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challenge, so the project was organised as a weekly after 
school club. As I also wanted to introduce Arts Award 
provision within our school, I decided to use the Arts Award 
Explore framework to provide additional structure and 
focus to the project.

At first some of the children were reluctant to attend, 
and one set of parents was hesitant to send them. This was 
due to the children not having a particular interest in art, 
and the parents thinking it was not an important enough 
extracurricular subject to study over maths or English. 
Reassurance that the project had a focus on a core subject 
through art convinced the parents that the after school club 
would be worthwhile, and the goal of achieving an Arts 
Award qualification inspired the children to give it a go.

During the first session, the children completed a 
questionnaire about their attitudes towards both art and 
reading. Questions included:

Do you enjoy reading? Why? 

Only two children answered no; one writing because it was 
boring, and the other saying it was tiring. Two children 
answered that reading was OK, and that they liked it a little 
bit.

‘It’s OK because you learn words.’

The last eight children all answered yes they enjoyed reading. 
Reasons why included because it was fun and also, as with 
other children’s answers, because of the vocabulary.

‘I enjoy reading because you find interesting words and 
when they get to an exciting part I keep reading on.’

Do you think making art could help you with your reading? 
Why?

From the 12 children surveyed, five answered no because 
they thought they were separate subjects with no similarities. 
The remaining seven children answered yes, although they 
weren’t really sure why.

‘I think so but I am not sure really.’



86   A R T S  A W A R D  A N D  I T S  I M P A C T

‘So it helps me copy the front of the book picture.’

After some initial drawing exercises to help the group get to 
know each other and work comfortably together, the 
project began with reading The Child who was Wild by 
Michael Rosen:

The Child Who Was Wild

Once there was a woman, a young, young woman 
She ran from the city, the old, old city 
She ran to the woods, the deep dark woods

She wasn’t seen for days. Days, weeks and months. 
She came out of the woods, the deep dark woods 
She came with a child, a child who was wild.

She brought the child to the city, the old, old city 
He grew and he grew and he grew and he grew 
Out of his hands grew shoots: green shoots and leaves 
Out of his shoulders grew the lily and the rose 
His hair was the blossom that blows in the wind, 
He stood in the city, the old, old city 
with the leaves and the flowers and the blossom 
falling, falling, falling on grey, grey gravel.

(Michaelrosen.co.uk, 2016)

The children were asked to imagine and talk about 
the different characters and settings within the 
poem. The responses were literal, with descriptions 
of a boy and a woman, a built up city and a wood full 
of trees. They then went on to draw what they had 
described. With the poem printed on to acetate and 
overlaid on the drawing, the words could be read 
again with the illustrations drawn by the children 
given equal importance. Over the next few weeks 
we carried on exploring the same poem through 
printmaking and sculpture, focussing on character 
and setting. The children became confident with the 
content of the poem, and two children brought in 
drawings with the poem written out that they had 
made at home independently.
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As part of the project, and to show how art could be 
made and interpreted in different ways, the group visited 
the nearby Nunnery Gallery and saw an exhibition of 
photographs by Mariele Neudecker. 

During another session, an artist who specialises in 
horticultural work, Kirsti Davies, worked with the group 
explaining her thought process and art techniques.

The project progressed to children interpreting favourite 
books that they had read. Not all of the group had a favourite 
book, so we used the school library to help find books that 
would hold interest. Using the art skills developed over  
the preceding weeks, the children then made their own 
decisions as to how to visualise their chosen text. Again,  
the interpretations of the text were literal, focussing  
mostly on character description. When asked what their 
work was based on, and why they were making it, all children 
could answer with the name of the book and a brief 
summary of what the story was about. Visualising thoughts 
and feelings on the text were harder concepts for the group 
to translate.

The enthusiasm for the project within the group was now 
very evident. The commitment was overwhelming, with all 
of the children giving up an hour of their time each week 
after school and even asking to work on their projects 
during lunchtimes. It was a highlight of the project to see this 
engagement progress and develop.

The project culminated with an exhibition for the 
children’s families showcasing their finished art work in May 
2016. Every member of the group explained to their families 
what they had made, and the book they had based their 
work upon. 

Amongst the tangible outcomes of the project the 
children all demonstrated raised self-esteem and confidence 
within both art and reading. All of the children also passed 
their Arts Award Explore accredited qualifications. Watching 
the children receive their certificates in the whole school 
achievement assembly was fantastic. One parent, whose son 
is about to go to secondary school, told me that he was 
now going to continue with art as a GCSE option.
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The children were reassessed by 
their teachers, to see if there had 
been an improvement in their 
reading levels. Two of the children 
were assessed at a reading level 
below that which they started on, 
while all of the other children 
improved in reading age between 
1–25 months. Two of the children 
were assessed as reading at a level 
above their expected age range.

Any progress made cannot be 
totally credited to the research 
project, as there were other lessons 
and interventions taking place at the same time, such as 
daily guided reading within each class. And of course, children 
cannot be conclusively defined by their capacity to perform 
in tests. However, from a final questionnaire given to the 
children some interesting data was collected.

Did you enjoy the link with reading? Did it change the way 
you feel about reading at all?

‘I did and it changed my feeling towards reading.’

‘Now I like reading thanks to my club and I feel happy.’

Do you think making art could help you with your reading? 
Why?

All of the children answered yes, with answers including;

‘Yes because if you get inspired then you are really eager 
to read.’

‘Yes because it helped me understand the stories that we 
did.’

‘If you read a book you can imagine an image in your head.’

Connections had been made within the children’s different 
areas of learning; and art for these children had helped to 
develop understanding within reading. From the four 
children within the cohort who took their Year 6 SATs 
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shortly afterwards, three of them met the expected standard 
within their reading paper.

I really enjoyed the research process, and discovering new 
ways of seeing and making alongside the children. Arts 
Award is now firmly embedded within our school, with 
children asking if they can be a part of the next group of 
children to take part. I do feel this model of research and 
teaching would be transferable to any school setting, and is 
a worthwhile exercise to potentially engage children in a 
way that suits their particular learning style. 

If I were to run the same project again, I would have a 
comparable group of children outside of the intervention, 
against which to monitor and measure the progress made. 
It would have been interesting to compare different groups 
of children. However, witnessing the sense of pride and 
achievement the children had when presenting their work 
and ideas to their parents made the project more than 
worthwhile and successful.
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